
Just about any kid who is 
am&micdy mady fm cohge 

can3nd the maney to go 

The Embarrassing Good News on College Access 
By GREG FORSTER 

H ERE'S some good news ahout 
American education that you 
won't hear from the pubhe 

sehwl establdment: There's almost 
no gap between the number of college- 
ready W-xhwl graduates and the 
number of students starting college. 
V i y  everyone who is academically 
-tog~tocoUegeaCtualhlkoea 
to mllege. 

The establdment is embarrassed 
by that good news because it implies 
some very bad news: We can @ 
college attendance to remain low, and 
the racial gap in college attendance to 
remain large, until we get serious 
about reforming K-12 education. 

College access is one of the mast se- 
rious iasues we face in reforming the 
tramition from high school to college. 
Rasearchers agree that a college edu- 
catron leads to better life outcomes, 
and that college a must be part of 
any serious appmach to I.edre9sing so- 
cial inequalities. 

Unfortunateb too few students are 
currently able to attend wllege. Ac- 
mrding to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 
2002 there were wtly more than 
four million young people who were 
theright agetobestarting;wllegefor 
the first time. But the Department of 

Education reports that only 1.4 million 
students entered four-year colleges for 
the time that year: a roughly 35- 
percent rate of attendance. 

Further, attendance rates for minor- 
itv students are subtantiallv lower 
&for white students ~Gca t ion  De 
partment and census numbers for 
2001 show us that approximately 37 
percent ofthe white population, 26 
percent of the black population, and 15 
percent of the Hispanic population en- 
rolled in four-year institutions when 
they reached the age to do so. We can't 
hope to achieve equality with those 
numbers. 

The issue's urgency is sametimes oh- 
scuredby~cashowingwide-  
spread acmm to "wakwndawn edu- 
&on, which G d e s  inetitut&ns like 
community colleges and job-training 
and ~cat ional  oroerams. While those 
are an imporbit part of our edum- 
tional system, the public cares most 
ahout a to four-year wlleges, and 
rightly so. They are the ewnomic and 
cultural gateway that Americam want 
t h w  children to be able to walk 
through. 

Where does the problem lie? Many 
people assume that lack of money is 
the most important barrier to college. 
Certainly college isn't cheap. Accord- 
ing to the Education Department, in 
2003-4 the average eost of tuition, 
mom, and bosrd was more than 
$10,700 at public colleges and over 
$25,200 at private ones. 

But that doesn't automatidy mean 
money is the most important obstacle 
t o w l l e g e . ~ n s o f d o ~ i n f i n a n -  
cial aid help studenta meet those msts. 
In 20054,76 percent of full-time stu- 
dents in four-year public colleges and 
89 percent in private colleges were re- 
ceiving some kind of aid. 

Even if we 8et aside student loans, 
we still 6nd that 69 percent of atu- 
dents in public wlleges and 82 percent 
in private wlleges were receiving out- 
right granta-h money. 

And that aid was not stingy. The av- 
erage total grant ineome for full-time 
students receiving gmnts was $5,600, 
and the average loan inwme was 
$6,200. Together, that wvered the full 
annual mst of the average public wl- 
lege-with work-study and other 
fmms of financial aid estra. 

There were moderate diikeuces 
among recial p u p a  in the shes of 
grants, but not loans: In 1999-2000 
white students got total grants of 

about $5,000, on average, compared 
with $4,700 for black students and 
$4,200 for Hispamc students. Differ- 
e n m  of that magnitude, however, can- 
not explain the larger differences in 
wllege attendance between minority 
and white students. If money were the 
problem, the average total aid given to 
black and Hispanic students would be 
more than enough to raise college-a& 
tendance rates well above the levels 
we're seeing. 

Money is not the barner to college. 
The number of students who could 
otherwise attend but do not do so be- 
cause of a lack of funds is not zem, but 
it is relatively small. The evidence in- 
dicates that the vaat majoiity of stu- 
dents who don't attend wllege are 
kept out by academic barriers., not fi- 
nancial onerr. 

Almost all colleges set minimum ac- 
ademic requirements for applicants, 
and studenta who don't meet them are 
excluded. Researehers examining the 
relative importance of financial and ac- 
ademic hsrriem to wllege have devel- 
oped methods of measuring "college 
readbees.'' In the past, such studie8 
have relied on test scores from college- 
entrance aambt ions  like the SAT- 
an badequate method for the obvious 
reason that most students who aren't 
mllege ready don't take such tests in 
the first place. 

M OSP R F ~  STUDIES use an- 
other method, developed by 
the Education Deoartment. 

that relies primarihl on scores from 
stsndardized testa that are admini5 
tered to the general student popula- 
tion, grade-point averages, or class 
ranks. But that doesn't reflect the wav 
colleges actually evaluate students. 

The Education Department method 
allom students to use their highest a0 
ademie indimtorif your grades look 
better than your test scorea, this a p  
pmach djsre&your test scores and 
looks only at your grades. And stu- 
dents can be considered college ready 
even if they don't have any academic 
courses on theu trarwripts. By con- 
trast, collegea look at all of your am- 
demic indimtoeif  your grades are 
high but your test awrea low, wIlegea 
are more likely to trust the test 
smregand they don't even look at 
your application if you didn't take am- 
demie wume work. 

Jay F! Graene, who heads the de- 
partment of education reform at the 
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University of Arkansas, has developed 
a method that accurately refleds the 
real academic prerequisites for college. 
It wnaiders students wllege ready if 
they have graduated from high school, 
taken the minimum academic course 
work required by almost all colleges 
(four yeam of English, three of math, 
two of science, two of social science, 
and two ofa foreign language), and 
mred at the "ha&" level or higher on 
the English portion of the National As- 
sessment of Edumtional P r o m .  Any 
student who fails one of those three 
miteria will not be admitted to the 
vast W r i t y  of American colleges. 

Analyzing data from the Epart- 
ment of Education, Greene and Mar- 
cus k Wmtem find that out of all s h -  
dents who Btarted public high schools 
in the fall of 1998, only 34 peroent 
graduated wllege ready with the class 
of 2002. The remainder either dropped 
out oflug21 school (29 percent) or grad- 
uated but lacked the academic prereq- 
uisites for applying to college (37 per- 
cent). 

Private-school gm3mte.s probably 
have higher mllepe-readiness rates, 
but those students constitute too small 
a portion of the population to ehenge 
the werall numbera subtanthlly. 
So the mllegpmadhes rate (34 per- 

cent) matched the ~ I I e g e - a U m b  
rate (35 percent) almost exactly. That 
indicaiea that financial barriem are not 
preventing a substantial number ofam- 
demidyqua l i f i ed~ taha t tend-  
ing wllege. There w y  isn't a substan- 
tial number ofacademieally qualified 
students who aren't attrmding wllege. 

T HE DATA divided by racial gmup 
tell a aimilar story, with one 
caveat. Greane and Wi~ters find 

that black students have a coUeg+readi- 
ness rate of 23 percent. Tbat's actually 
somewhat below the wllepe--dance 
rate of black students of26 percent 
There are several possible explana- 
~IOM: Those students may be among 
the few who manage to attend college 
even mthout the standard qualifica- 
t~ons, or there may be a smaU meae- 

m m t  error. In any event, it is clear 
that there is M substantial population 
of black students who are academically 
w e d  for college but don't go. 

Hispanic students are the caveat. 
Their college-readiness rats is 20 per- 
cent, compared with a coUegeatknd- 
ance rate of 15 percent. That means 
that there is a smaU but nontrivial 
population of Hispanic students who 
are qualified to attend wllege but 
don't go. So in the caee of Hispanic 
students, it is m n a b l e  to wnclude 
that h c i a l  W e r s  may play a 
smaU role in keeping students out of 
college. 

However, the 5 percent of Hispanic 
students who might be kept out by fi- 
nancial harriers must be wmpared 
with the 80 percent of Hispanic stu- 
dents who are definitely kept out by 
academic harriers. By any reawnable 
standard, money is not the major ob- 
stacle to Hispanic college aeeess. 

The financial barrier to wllege at- 
tendance has been overcome. Just 
about any kid who is academically 

ready for d e g e  can go. Why hasn't 
everyone heard the good news? Why 
is the education establishment silent? 
It seem like the same people who 
complain the loudest that the Ameri- 
can education aystem gets no credit 
for its successes have been neglecting 
to mention one of the few real, tangi- 
ble successes it has actually produced. 

The reason, of course, is that the 
news focuses attention on the embar- 
rsssing academic failure of the K-1% 
education system. A full two-thirds of 
American students are diquawed 
from coUege, regardless of fmncial 
mnsideratiom, bxause they lack the 
academic quaIScations needed to at- 
tend d e g e .  Sad to say, any attempt to 
improve mllege access that dce not 
focus on major K-12 reform is a waste 
of time. 
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en-author of Education Myths (Row- 
man & L*l.d, 22005). 


